A method to preserve sputum for delayed examination.
Examination of sputum cell counts is limited by the need to process samples within hours of expectoration. The validity and repeatability of a method to preserve sputum for delayed processing and examination were investigated in this study. Portions of selected sputum from 39 subjects were dispersed with dithiothreitol (routine method), or were fixed in a dithiothreitol-formaldehyde mixture for 48-72 h before dispersal with trypsin (preservation method). Total and differential cell counts using the two methods were compared; within-method repeatability of the preservation method was also examined. The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) for total cell counts and percentage of eosinophils, neutrophils and macrophages in sputum processed by the two methods was 0.89, 0.86, 0.91 and 0.90, respectively. Within-method repeatability (ICC) of the preservation method for the same cellular indices was 0.99, 0.94, 0.97 and 0.97, respectively. The interobserver repeatability for eosinophils, neutrophils and macrophages was 0.96, 0.97 and 0.97 using the preservation method, and 0.96, 0.99 and 0.99 using the routine method, respectively. This method of sputum preservation and dispersal is valid, reliable and convenient, and may be used for delayed processing and examination.